
 

When it comes to our brains, there's no such
thing as normal
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There's nothing wrong with being a little weird. Because we think of
psychological disorders on a continuum, we may worry when our own
ways of thinking and behaving don't match up with our idealized notion
of health. But some variability can be healthy and even adaptive, say
researchers in a review published February 20th in Trends in Cognitive
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Sciences, even though it can also complicate attempts to identify
standardized markers of pathology.

"I would argue that there is no fixed normal," says clinical psychologist
and senior author Avram Holmes of Yale University. "There's a level of
variability in every one of our behaviors." Healthy variation is the raw
material that natural selection feeds on, but there are plenty of reasons
why evolution might not arrive at one isolated perfect version of a trait
or behavior. "Any behavior is neither solely negative or solely positive.
There are potential benefits for both, depending on the context you're
placed in," he says.

For instance, impulsive sensation seeking, a willingness to take risks in
order to have new and exciting experiences that has its roots in our
evolutionary history as foragers, is often thought of negatively. Increased
sensation seeking is associated with things like substance abuse,
criminality, risky sexual behavior, and physical injury. "But if you flip it
on its head and look at potential positive outcomes, those same
individuals may also thrive in complex and bustling environments where
it's appropriate for them to take risks and seek thrills," he says. They
often have more social support, are more outgoing, and exercise more.

The same is true for anxiety. "You might be more inhibited in social
situations and you may find it harder to build friendships," Holmes says.
"However, that same anxiety, if you think of it in a workplace setting, is
what motivates you to prepare for a big presentation. If you're in school,
that's the same anxiety that motivates you to study for an exam." He also
notes that we have more control over the contexts we're in than we tend
to think we do, which means that it's very possible to end up in an
environment that favors the way our brains work.

But if variation in any given trait is normal, that does raise questions
about what makes for disordered behavior, which he stresses is very
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much a real phenomenon. "It may be the case that if you focus on a
single phenotype, there isn't a specific line that separates health from
disease, and that we must consider multiple phenotypes simultaneously,"
he says.

This makes it much more complicated to try to find biomarkers for
psychological illness, something that Holmes has worked on throughout
his career. The usual approach is to break down a disorder into its
component pieces, find a specific associated genetic marker or
biological process for a certain piece, and then look for that marker or
process in the general population to see if it can predict the disorder. The
problem, he says, is that "one single phenotype in isolation is never going
to be necessary nor sufficient to cause an illness."

"What we want to try to do is build multivariate approaches that consider
multiple domains of human behavior simultaneously, to see if we can
boost our power in predicting eventual outcomes for folks," he says.
Large, open-source datasets have been collected in recent years that can
be used in these efforts, but Holmes notes that the work will almost
certainly require collaboration between different labs and
institutions—some of which is already underway.

What this does mean, though, is that it really isn't appropriate to think of
ourselves in terms of a single trait that's either good or bad, healthy or
unhealthy. "This is a broader issue with our society," he says, "but we're
all striving towards some artificial, archetypal ideal, whether it's physical
appearance or youthfulness or intelligence or personality. But we need to
recognize the importance of variability, both in ourselves and in the
people around us. Because it does serve an adaptive purpose in our
lives."

  More information: Trends in Cognitive Sciences, Holmes et al.: "The
myth of optimality in clinical neuroscience" 
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